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      It was late afternoon, and the autumn sun was already on the wane. The wind was brisk, and whipped through the trees, shaking the loose leaves free, freeing them to flutter down to the ground.

      As the sombre funeral procession emerged from the clump of trees which separated the local church from the graveyard, the horse that pulled the cart which housed the coffin, reared up, and let out a loud whinny.

      The coffin slid back and was only prevented from sliding off the cart by the low ridge of the back plate which had been bolted into place.

      The horse stopped, dead in its tracks, clearly not keen to walk on any further.

      The driver of the cart jumped down, and immediately grabbed hold of its bridle, gripping it tightly with both hands. Fearing his horse may try to bolt, he leaned in closely and whispered words of comfort as he patted its flank in order to entice the beast to calm down.

      Eventually, the horse relaxed, and moved forward.

      The two gravediggers stood nearby, leaning on their shovels. The first half of their labours already complete. The coffin held the body of the eldest daughter of Samuel Grant, a farm worker from the other side of the village.

      She had only been a slight girl, barely five foot tall, so the size of the hole dug for her coffin matched, accordingly.

      The procession walking behind the cart consisted of Samuel Grant and his wife, Sophie. Their youngest daughter Daisy. The four pall bearers, and the priest, Father John James.

      Behind those gathered walked another man, who kept several paces behind the official party. He wore a long cloak and hood which came down over his face, and in his hand, he carried a dark brown leather bag.

      The driver, still walking beside his horse, pulled it up when they were still several feet from the grave.

      Two of the pallbearers climbed into the cart and released the back flap, sliding the coffin towards their colleagues who had positioned themselves on the ground at the back of the cart.

      Together, the four men slid the coffin over the edge until the two on the ground had a firm hold of it, then the other two balanced the rear of the wooden box on the back of the cart, before jumping down and taking up their positions.

      The four men worked in silence. They did not dress in Sunday best for the task, but remained in their working attire, knowing that this job would not be a clean one.

      Together, they carried the coffin towards the grave, and placed it gently down on the soft earth.

      Everyone gathered round as the priest began to say the prayers for the dead.

      He knew them off by heart, having recited them many hundreds of times during his long career. But, even so, he still insisted on reading them from the pages of his book, like a novice.

      As Father James spoke, from behind he could hear Sophie Grant crying.

      Samuel wrapped his arms around both his wife and daughter and held them tightly to his chest. The two women sobbed into his shirt. Samuel raised his head to heaven in the hope that his own tears would not fall on his wife and daughter, he knew he had to be strong for them both.

      Their grief being shared made it no less painful for any of them.

      The priest continued with his sombre words. Both gravediggers knew from past experience that he was coming to the end of his prayers. Soon it would be their turn to take over and replace the dirt they had removed that morning.

      The cloaked figure who had followed the procession in, still stood several feet behind the rest of the gathering, his head bowed, and his bag on the floor beside him.

      Once the priest had finished, he turned back and looked over at Samuel.

      Blinking away his tears, Samuel nodded his head.

      Father James moved away from the grave and signalled for the bearers to place the coffin inside. As they settled their ropes under the coffin, in order to lift it into the hole, Sophie broke away from her husband and ran to the grave.

      She fell to her knees and flung her arms over her daughter’s coffin sobbing uncontrollably.

      Samuel moved in and lifted his grieving wife off the floor. For a moment she fought against him, struggling to break free. But eventually she relented and allowed him to hold her once more.

      Father James moved in closer to the couple. “Do not grieve my child,” he said, comfortingly. “She is with God now, and free from all the danger and evil in this world.”

      Samuel looked at the priest and nodded his thanks.

      He took his wife back to where their daughter was standing and held them both.

      Father James signalled for the pallbearers to continue with their task. He four men lifted the ropes which supported the coffin, and gently lowered it into the hole.

      Once the coffin was out of sight, Samuel turned, taking his wife and surviving daughter with him, and set off for home.

      Everyone else gathered at the gravesite watched them go.

      As the three of them entered the clump of trees which surrounded the graveyard, Father James looked to the western sky. The sun was about to set, and from the east the sky had already changed to a dark grey hue.

      He waited until the three mourners were out of sight, and earshot.

      The pallbearers, still holding the end of the ropes, waited for his command before they took the strain and hefted the coffin back up, out of the hole.

      They placed it gently back on the ground.

      The mysterious cloaked figure moved forward to join the others.

      One of the gravediggers came forward with an iron bar and, once Father James gave him permission, slid one end of it under the wooden lid of the coffin, and put all his weight on the other end.

      The wood began to crack as the bar fought against the nails keeping the lid down.

      Finally, it gave.

      The gravedigger stopped and pulled the bar out, then placed it under the lid further down the coffin and used his weight as before.

      This time the lid gave more quickly, already weakened by his initial effort.

      He continued with his task until the entire lid was raised, then the pallbearers moved in and together they lifted the lid clean off the coffin.

      The angelic figure of Mary Grant dressed in white, lay in situ, her eyes closed.

      Suddenly, her eyelids shot open, revealing a glassy stare which turned the priest’s blood to ice.

      The pallbearers and the gravediggers all took a step back, and turned towards the cloaked figure, who moved forward and removed his cowl.

      Mathew Hammond had what most people referred to as a stern countenance, with a short grey beard, and thick wiry hair of the same colour. His eyebrows too were abundant and bushy, and seemed to point downwards towards his nose, as if he wore a permanent frown.

      He opened his bag and plunged his hand inside, removing a large wooden stake and a stout hammer.

      Upon seeing the two implements, Mary Grant opened her mouth, baring two elongated canines, and hissed at the figure above her.

      Before she had a chance to move, Mathew dropped to his knees beside the coffin, and raised the wooden stake high above his head, before plunging it into Mary’s chest.

      Mary screamed.

      It was not the normal sound of a girl screaming, but a guttural, almost inhuman emanation which seemed to fill the very air around them.

      Mathew brought the hammer down hard on top of the stake, driving it deeper into the hapless girl’s chest. He swung it three more times until he could hear the point reaching the wooden base of the coffin.

      The figure of Mary Grant lay, as she first appeared, with her eyes closed and the angelic look of a young girl at peace.

      Mathew stood up and wiped the sweat from his brow.

      He turned to Father James. “It is done!” he informed him.

      The priest made the sign of the cross and signalled for the men around him to continue with their work.

      The lid was positioned back on the coffin, with the top of the stake sticking out from the young girl’s chest, and the nails were hammered back into place.

      Mathew and Father James stood back and waited for the coffin to be lowered back into the ground, then the priest said the last of his prayers while the gravediggers filled the hole with earth.
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      Once the deed was complete, all the men piled into the wagon, and were taken to the nearest inn, The Wild Boar, for a well-earned drink.

      When they opened the door of the inn and stepped inside, everyone already there stopped their conversations and turned their heads to look at the newcomers.

      Father James scanned the room for Samuel Grant, but to his relief, the man was nowhere to be seen. Although there were several of his friends and fellow workers scattered around the room.

      They all know where the men had been, and, more importantly, what task they had undertaken.

      None of them envied the new arrivals.

      Mathew Hammond strode up to the bar and ordered an ale for the men, and a large claret for Father James.

      The men had all been paid for their part in the ceremony, and well paid too. But Mathew felt that they deserved a little something extra for their efforts. At one point, he was afraid that they would take flight, leaving just him and the priest to compete the task alone.

      Such a scenario had occurred on many occasions in the past.

      Men were always keen to help when they saw the colour of the money being offered. But when it came down to performing the task in question, many of them turned tail and ran.

      Some of these men were the biggest and the strongest in the district. Yet it seemed to make little matter when the coffin was opened, and they faced it for the first time.

      Even though they were all well briefed before the event, Mathew could always tell from the look of bewilderment and disbelief in their eyes that they did not comprehend what he was saying.

      The proof came when the lid was lifted.

      Ideally, Mathew would have preferred to have his own crew to travel with. A reliable group of six or so men, all of whom knew what the job entailed and were satisfied to just get on with it.

      He had requested such an arrangement on umpteen occasions, but his employers, the church, were more concerned with him keeping a low key for his investigations, and the sight of an entire group entering a district, in their minds, would attract far too much attention.

      Instead, he had to make do with whomever the local priest felt that he could trust.

      As it was, Father James had done well in gathering his helpers. At least none of them bolted when the moment of truth arrived.

      Mathew and the priest took their drinks over to a spare table at the back on the room, while the rest of the men decided to stand at the bar.

      The gentle hum of conversation returned slowly as everyone else turned back to their own groups.

      Father James took a drink of his wine.

      Mathew could see that the priest’s hands were shaking. It was not surprising under the circumstances. Just like the hired help, when Mathew first arrived in a new district and presented his letter of introduction, most priests looked at him with vague distrust. If it were not for his letter, signed by the archbishop himself, Mathew was sure that he would be turned away, or thrown into jail.

      Mathew slid his hand across the table and patted Father James on the arm. “You did very well today, Father,” he informed him, encouragingly. “I’ve seen the most devout, senior members of the cloth crumble into a quivering mess upon seeing one of the undead rise. You should be proud.”

      Father James nodded. “Thank you, my son,” he replied, keeping his voice low. “I only hope that God will see the necessity of our actions as righteous, for I must admit, I am struggling to accept what we were forced to do as being anything short of murder.”

      Mathew stopped his tankard from reaching his lips. “Murder?” he repeated.

      Father James looked up to ensure that no one was listening in on their conversation.

      The rest of the bar seemed to be engrossed in their own affairs, but even so, the priest felt that such a conversation was best had elsewhere than in a public house.

      “Please keep your voice down, my son,” he implored. “These good people are in enough of a stir without us adding to their worries.”

      Mathew shook his head and drank. He appreciated the difficult position the priest found himself in, but there was no use in pretending that nothing untoward was taking place.

      “They’d have a damn sight more to worry about if we left matters unchecked,” said Mathew, this time keeping his tone low for the priest’s sake. “And how can you murder something which is already dead?”

      Father James looked shocked by the man’s words, but deep down he knew that there was some truth to them, and for that, he was grateful that the church had seen fit to send him help.

      It had taken a long time for the priest to accept what was taking place in his own parish. Most of the stories he had heard he put down to rumour, speculation and weak-minded folk allowing what little imagination they had to run riot.

      As a result of his hesitance, he knew that he had to shoulder the blame for all the disappearances which had ensued.

      Then, when the bodies were discovered drained of every ounce of blood, the locals were sent into a blind fury.

      They demanded action, but all he could offer them was prayer and faith that the almighty would hear them, and thus bring an end to whatever horror had taken over their town.

      But it was not enough.

      Mob-handed they began capturing anyone in the area whom they suspected and torturing them into making a confession.

      Thomas Rudd, the poor simple-minded son of a local midwife was dragged from his bed and strung up, right in front of his poor mother while she screamed of his innocence. Joshua Campbell, a young labourer who had a bad reputation for leading young ladies astray, was thrown into a ditch and stoned to death. Simon Kent, an octogenarian who had spent most of his life living off the land, and to the priest’s knowledge had never hurt a living soul, was burned to death having been barricaded in his tiny wooden hut in the woods.

      Carnage rained.

      No one was safe from the baying mob.

      Yet still the disappearances continued.

      It was fast becoming worse than the witch trials from the previous century. Father James still had the parish records from the time, and some of the atrocious and inhumane practices which were performed on women and young girls to try and force them to confess, still made his heart turn over at the very thought.

      This latest excuse for justice was fast growing out of control, and Father James knew it, even if no one else of power in the vicinity accepted it.

      Finally, the Militia were called in to quell the uprising. Colonel Drake, the officer in charge rounded up the leaders of the mob and gave them an ultimatum: Either halt their actions or face the noose.

      Drake was a harsh man, but fair. He believed in giving people a chance, and if they were willing to let that opportunity slip by, then they deserved to suffer the consequences.

      To the priest’s relief, once the Militia were on side, the riots quelled, and normal life was resumed. There were no more disappearances, no more bloodless corpses, and as a result, the rumblings made by those who chose to take the law into their own hands, lessened until they became nothing more than a whisper.

      Colonel Drake was eventually ordered to attend to troubles in another part of the country. He left behind a skeleton force to keep the peace and vowed to return if matters grew out of hand.

      Over time, the local residents grew used to sleeping soundly in their beds, without having to worry that they, or their loved ones, might be carried away by some diabolical creature of the night, intent on draining them of their life blood.

      Young Mary Grant had been the first victim in a long time, but as she was found without having had the blood drained from her, Father James managed to convince his congregation that her death was not related to those earlier cases. Doctor Harris was clearly not pleased by the assumption, but once Father James explained to him about the town being a powder keg jus wating for a spark to ignite it, he relented. The cause of death was heart failure, so in his opinion further investigation was unnecessary.

      Even so, word of the death quickly spread, and Father James received word from the archbishop’s office that the church was sending a specialist in such matters to carry out an investigation. But the night before he arrived, Mary Grant had been seen strolling through the woods by no less than three witnesses.

      The following morning, once Mathew had arrived, Father James and the Militia soldiers led him to the poor girl’s coffin. The lid was removed, and the body of the young girl was still in situ, looking as peaceful and angelic as she had in life.

      But even so, Mathew had his suspicions, and upon investigation he found two slight puncture marks on the side of the girl’s neck. Proof positive, so far as he was concerned, that whatever evil had plagued the area was still at work.

      That was when he explained to Father James about his plan to ensure that poor Mary Grant could be allowed to rest in eternal peace.

      Horrified as he was by the barbaric ritual, Father James eventually came around to believing that Mathew knew what he was talking about, having spent many years travelling throughout central Europe on his lonely quest to try and understand the genesis of this evil, and how to defeat it.

      It had been an even harder task explaining their plan to Mary’s father, but eventually he understood and came to terms with it. His one request was that they carry out their task after he had taken his wife and younger daughter out of earshot.

      Now that they had dealt with one of the symptoms of this plague, Father James knew that they still had to face the cause, and he knew that even with Mathew by his side, that would be a herculean task.
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      The carriages bounced along the woodland path, their wheels kicking up dust and pebbles as they went. In the lead coach sat Lord Vincent Goddard, the fourth Viscount of Hasterley, and his new wife, Corrine. They had only been married a year, and first met in Paris while Vincent had been on holiday with his daughters.

      Corrine was his second wife. His first wife, Charlotte, died whilst giving birth to their second daughter, Emily, nine years earlier.

      They were returning to Hasterley after the death of Vincent’s father, so that Vincent could take up his seat as the new Viscount. His father’s death had come about somewhat suddenly and by the time word reached him in Paris, it was too late for Vincent to return in time for the funeral.

      Both his daughters were particularly upset at the death of their paternal grandfather, as they had always been close, and spent many enjoyable holidays with him when not accompanying their father on his travels.

      Vincent’s youngest daughter was especially close to him and had taken the news of his death very badly. She had suffered some terrible nightmares since then, and Margaret, her nanny, had reverted to spending the night in a chair beside her bed, so that she was on hand to comfort the girl if such traumas took hold.

      Margaret had been initially employed as Stella’s nanny, but when Charlotte died in childbirth, she became more of a surrogate mother to both girls, but especially to Emily who had never known the love of her real mother.

      Corrine turned to Vincent. “Is it much further?” she asked, excitedly. Corrine was a good deal younger than her husband, and this was her first time away from home.

      “Not long now my darling,” Vincent assured her, leaning in and planting a kiss on the end of her nose. “Once we pass through the woods you should be able to see the house in the distance.”

      Corrine smiled. She was thoroughly looking forward to taking up her new position as lady of the manor. To her, Vincent was a far better catch than all those young men her father paraded in front of her as potential suiters.

      Vincent was strong, virile, and already settled in many of his ways, most of which Corrine found enchanting.

      “Do you think your servants will like me?”

      Vincent turned to her. “What a curious thing to say,” he replied, furrowing his brows. “If they don’t, they’ll be out on their ears before morning,” he promised her.

      Corrine hugged his arm. “I know how important one’s servants are in England. You treat them like family, and they stay with you all their lives. So, it is important to me that they like and accept me.”

      Vincent laughed. “You’re right about that,” he admitted. “Some of the household staff have been with my father for years, some have even been there since before I was born. But you’ve no need to worry my dear, I am sure that they will love you, as I do.”

      In the second carriage Stella, Emily, and Nanny Margaret rode together.

      Emily was fidgeting and rubbing herself against the seat.

      “What is the matter with you today?” asked Margaret. “You’ve been jumping around like a little cricket all day.”

      “It’s this dress,” the girl protested. “It itches. Why must I wear it when I have so many nice ones in my chest?”

      Stella put down her book. “It’s out of respect for our grandpapa,” she informed her sister. “It will be expected that we show we are in mourning for his passing. You don’t want the servants to think that we are being disrespectful, do you?”

      Emily thought for a moment. “I suppose not,” she agreed reluctantly, pulling a face. “But why did Papa have to buy me such an itchy one?”

      “I am sure he did not do it on purpose,” Margaret assured her. “New clothes often need to be washed before they settle, it won’t always be like this, you’ll see.”

      “I’m never wearing it again,” Emily replied, defiantly.

      “And what if I die?” asked Margaret. “Won’t you want to mourn my passing?”

      Emily’s face dropped. “Do not say that, Nanny,” she implored. “You must live forever.”

      Stella tutted. “No one lives forever,” she insisted.

      “Nanny will,” Emily pouted, “won’t you, Nanny?”

      “I’ll do my best if you promise to be a good girl and stop fussing over your dress.”

      Emily nodded, enthusiastically, then waited for Margaret to look back out at the passing countryside before she surreptitiously rubbed herself against her seat once more.

      Up ahead, Vincent tapped his cane against the roof of his carriage and called for the driver to stop. The man did as he was instructed and went to climb down from his perch to open his master’s door, but Vincent did not wait, and was already out of the carriage before the driver could reach him.

      Vincent turned back and looked up at Corrine. “I’d like you to meet one of our oldest tenants, my dear,” he said, pointing with his cane towards the two men in the field who, having seen the carriage pull up, had started to make their way towards it.

      The two men removed his hats. Their clothes were soiled and wet with perspiration.

      They stopped when they were about ten feet away from the Viscount and bowed their heads. “My lord,” announced the elder of the two men. “It’s good to have you back. We’re all very sorry for your great loss.”

      “Thank you, Watkins, and how are things with you? Keeping the hall well stocked with vegetables I trust?”

      “Bless you, yes, your lordship. Potatoes, turnips, carrots, enough for a feast.”

      Vincent smiled. “Good, that’s excellent.” He turned to his wife. “Corrine my dear, this is Ralph Watkins and his son Toby. Ralph and his family have been working the soil here since as far back as anyone can remember. Isn’t that right Ralph?”

      The man nodded, smiling up at Corrine. “Indeed, my lord, and proud to carry on the tradition if it pleases you.”

      “It does indeed, Ralph,” answered Corrine, “and I’m sure we all look forward to enjoying the results of your hard work up at the hall.”

      Ralph bowed once more. “Thank you, your ladyship, we’ll do everything we can not to let you down.”

      Vincent laughed. “Ralph is joking of course, my dear, he and his family have never let us down, and I’m sure they never will, aye Ralph?”

      Vincent’s driver held open his carriage door he climbed in.

      Ralph and his son stayed beside the road, their caps still in their hands.

      The carriage driver climbed back aboard and cracked his whip, urging the horses to move on.

      Ralph and Toby smiled and bowed as the second carriage rolled past, only Emily waved to them, the other two women busied themselves with reading.

      When the carriages were far away enough to be safe, Toby turned to his father. “You didn’t say anything about…”

      Before he had a chance to finish, his father cut him off. “That’s no for us to say lad.”

      “Everyone’s talking about it down at the inn,” Toby insisted, feeling rebuked.

      “That still don’t make it our business to go spreading gossip, let’s leave that to others. And what’s more, there are those much better placed than the likes of us to be advising the master on what others may be saying. We’re best out of it, understand?”

      Toby nodded, and Ralph clapped his son’s shoulder to show that he was not angry with him.

      “They were nice and friendly,” said Corrine cheerfully, “and you seem to have a very good relationship with your tenants if they are anything to go by.”

      Vincent turned to her, holding her close. “You see,” he replied triumphantly, “I told you they would like you. But to be honest, there are some who owe us allegiance who are not so congenial. I’ll do my best to keep you from them, I don’t want you getting upset.”

      “Really.” Corrine sounded startled. “Well, I hope if I do meet them that they will at least moderate their manner in the presence of a lady.”

      “They better had,” demanded Vincent, “or they’ll have me to answer to.”

      As the carriages emerged from the last clump of trees which formed part of the surrounding wood, Mandrake Hall came into view for the first time. It was still over a mile away, but the land around it was mostly flat, so at least it could be seen.

      Vincent pointed to it. “Your new home, my darling,” he announced proudly.

      Corrine held onto the open window of the carriage and gazed out at the enormous structure which seemed to rise from the land like some huge monster, ready to gnaw away at anyone, or anything, which dared to cross its path.

      It appeared far more eerie than Corrine had imagined, even in the daylight, but she put that down to her imagination running wild.

      She turned back to Vincent and smiled. “It’s magnificent,” she said enthusiastically. “But it is so big, just for us. I will get lost on my way to the dining room, you’ll have to send out a search party for me.”

      Vincent laughed, heartily. “Not to worry, you’ll grow to love it just as I have, and before you know it, you’ll be able to navigate your way around without even having to ask any of the servants.”

      Corrine sat back in her seat. She grabbed her husband’s hand and squeezed it.

      “Oh Vincent, you have made me so happy. I will do whatever it takes to be a good wife to you, and a mother for Stella and Emily, if Nanny Margaret allows me.”

      Vincent leaned down and rubbed her stomach. “And soon, I trust you will provide me with a son and heir to carry on our proud name.”

      Corrine placed her hand over his. “He will be the most handsome man in all of England, after his father of course.”
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      The path which led to the hall was long and winding and stretched around the perimeter of the grounds, and past the lake. As they neared the embankment, Corrine noticed a large stone structure which sat alone, across from the water.

      “Oh, what is that?” she asked, peering through the window as they approached. “It looks like such a lonely little building, all by itself. Is it where your servants live?”

      Vincent laughed. “No darling, that is the Goddard mausoleum, the final resting place for all of us. We will have to visit there soon to pay respects to my father as we missed his funeral.”

      “I see,” replied Corrine. “I’m sorry, I did not mean to be disrespectful.”

      “I’m sure my ancestors won’t take it to heart.”

      “I have never seen one like it before. Is it usual to have one in the grounds?”

      Vincent nodded. “Most great houses have one built when the house is being constructed,” he explained. “I’ve known some families who have even had to have theirs added to due to the large number of deaths in the family.”

      “Hopefully ours will not see any new additions for many years to come,” Corrine offered.

      Vincent kissed her.

      As the carriage pulled up outside the main entrance to Mandrake Hall, an elderly man climbed down the stairs to meet it. He was closely followed by four strapping lads, all dressed in identical attire.

      This time, Vincent waited for the driver to come around and open his door before he jumped down. He held out his hand to the old man. “Jasper, you old war horse, how are you?” he asked cheerfully.

      The old man shook his hand and bowed. “Very well thank you, your lordship. All the staff wish me say how sorry we are for the loss of your father. He will be greatly missed.”

      “Thank you, that’s very kind.” Vincent turned back to the carriage. The driver had now lowered the small set of steps to allow Corinne easy access to the ground, and he waited at attention by the open door to assist her.

      Vincent waved the man off, and moved forward himself, offering up his hand.

      Corrine pulled back her dress and took his hand while she navigated the steps.

      Vincent waited for his wife to reach the floor before speaking. “I would like to present my wife, the lady Corrine,” he said, smiling proudly.

      Jasper bowed once more. “I am most honoured your ladyship.”

      “Jasper has been with our family since before I was conceived,” explained Vincent. “This place wouldn’t run a day without him.”

      Jasper blushed.

      “I am very pleased to make your acquaintance, Jasper,” said Corrine, smiling.

      “Thank you, your ladyship, I have taken the liberty of assembling the staff in the grand hall so that I may introduce them to you.”

      “You are most kind,” replied Corrine. “I hope they won’t be offended if I do not remember all their names at once.”

      Jasper shook his head, reassuringly.

      “And while you are becoming acquainted with our staff, I’ll have some sherry in the drawing room,” said Vincent. “The road was particularly dry for the last hour or so.”

      “Yes, sir,” replied Jasper, “and I have arranged for some tea for the ladies to be served once the introductions are complete.”

      Corrine thanked him.

      The four men who had accompanied the old retainer were already busying themselves removing the cases and trunks from on top of the carriages.

      The driver of the second coach was assisting Margaret and the girls down, so that they could join Corrine and their father.

      Jonathan, one of the servants assisting with the luggage, gazed fondly after Stella as she sashayed towards the main entrance to the hall. He had just taken up employment at Mandrake the last time Stella had visited her grandfather. He had noticed her then and was almost sure that she had given him a knowing smile when she met his gaze.

      As a mere servant, Jonathan knew better than to approach Stella with romantic designs. But even so, he allowed himself to fantasize that if his feelings were reciprocated, she might concoct a plan to catch him alone one day. He knew from some of his fellow servants at other houses that such things happened. Many of his counterparts had enjoyed secret liaisons with the mistresses of the house, or on occasion, visiting guests after a party or ball.

      When he listened to such tales, Jonathan always felt awkward that he did not have one to offer. But he was still only in his early twenties, and the only girls he had ever gone with had been housemaids, or the occasional tavern maid.

      He knew that women fancied him. Enough of them had said it in the past. But Stella was, in all ways, out of his league, and he knew it. There was no way that the master would ever condone a relationship between them, so Jonathan had no sights set on wooing the Viscounts eldest daughter.

      But, if she ever wanted to gain some experience of the pleasures of the flesh before being married off to some fat, old member of the aristocracy, then he was definitely the man for the job.

      He just had to make sure that Stella knew it, without risking his position.

      “Hey, are you going to help with these or what?”

      Jonathan turned round. Clive, one of his fellow servants was standing beside him holding a trunk from one of the straps.

      “Sorry,” Jonathan apologised, smirking. “I was just wool gatherin’.”

      Clive shook his head. “And you’d best keep thoughts like that inside your head, else you’ll be out on your ear without so much as a reference to keep you warm.”

      Jonathan laughed. “I know, but a man can dream.”

      As the family entered the main foyer, Corrine could not help but gaze up in wonder and awe at the marvellous ceiling. The painting put her in mind of some of the great cathedrals and palaces she had visited in France. It was hard for her to believe that she was now the mistress of such a wonderful property.

      The servants standing just inside the doorway, helped the family with their travelling cloaks, and hats.

      “Now then young lady,” said Margaret, looking down at Emily. “I believe it is time for your nap, otherwise you’ll be falling asleep at supper this evening.”

      Emily pulled a face but knew there was no point in arguing.

      Corrine noticed the young girl’s disappointment. “Oh, that’s a pity,” she said. “I was hoping you could help introduce me to the staff. Jasper has them lined up for me to meet.”

      Emily pulled at Margaret’s hand and jumped up and down, excitedly. “Oh, please let me go,” she implored. “Mama needs my help, I can have my nap after.”

      Vincent smiled.

      He still loved to hear his girls calling Corrine their mama.

      When he and Corrine were first engaged, he sat down with Stella and Emily and explained to them, separately, about his plans to marry. He was cautious about broaching the subject of how the girls should address his new wife. Stella had been ten when her mother died, so naturally she still remembered her with affection, whereas poor little Emily never had the chance of knowing her.

      Stella, being a modest and considerate daughter, asked Vincent how he would prefer her to address Corrine. When he suggested that Corrine would love to be called Mama, Stella agreed without hesitation.

      Emily, as a very young girl, had often questioned why Margaret was not her mother, and had even asked at one point if she could call her that. But Margaret explained to the little girl that until, or unless, her father remarried, it would not be right for her to address anyone else in such a way.

      Therefore, when Vincent approached his youngest daughter, she was overjoyed at the prospect of having a new mama and told him so in gushing terms.

      Margaret glanced over at Vincent, who nodded his assent. “Go on then,” she smiled. “Just don’t overexcite yourself or you won’t be able to sleep, afterwards.”

      Emily swapped Margaret’s hand for Corrine’s, squeezing it tightly. “Come, Mama,” she urged. “Don’t be afraid, they’re all very nice. Jasper is especially kind.”

      The old man blushed slightly and bowed to the little girl.

      Before Corrine could say anything further, Emily was pulling her along the polished floor towards the grand hall, evidently thrilled to be the one to introduce her to the staff.

      Watching them go, Vincent called out. “Careful, you’ll have your mama’s arm off at that rate.” But they were already through the door before either could acknowledge him.

      Jasper led Vincent, Margaret, and Stella into the front parlour.

      A maid was busying herself setting out the china for their tea.

      She looked up and curtseyed when she saw them enter.

      Vincent and the ladies took their seats, while the maid ensured that everything was laid out in the correct order for the tea. Once she was satisfied, she curtseyed once more, and left.

      “I think we should all go and visit my father’s coffin tomorrow, while he is still lying in state. We need to pay our respects before his coffin is placed in its concrete enclave. Can you arrange that, Jasper? Shall we say eleven o’clock?”

      Jasper bowed, instinctively, but when he rose, there was an unmistakable look of alarm in his eyes which, thought he tried, he could not disguise.

      Fortunately for him, no one else noticed it.

      “I will send word for Doctor Harris, so that he is aware of your lordship’s intentions.”

      Vincent turned in his chair. “Why on earth do we need the doctor to be present?” he asked quizzically. “It’s a little late for his intervention.”

      “Father, please,” Stella reprimanded him.

      “I just thought it might be prudent to have the physician who was present when he passed to be on hand in case your lordship had any questions.”

      Vincent mulled over the prospect. “Well, it can’t do any harm I suppose. Very well Jasper, I’ll leave that in your capable hands. Now, what about my sherry?”

      The servant poured his master a large glass of his favourite sherry and carried it over to him. Just then, another servant appeared with a trolley, upon which were plates of sandwiches, cakes, and biscuits. She unloaded the trolley onto the table where the previous girl had set out the tea service.

      From the bottom shelf, the girl retrieved a large pot of tea. It was so heavy that she needed both hands to lift it, but as it only had the one handle, she used her apron to protect her fingers from the heat as she placed them under the spout to assist her.

      Once she was ready, the girl asked if she may pour the tea.

      Margaret assented, and the girl began the task.

      While the ladies enjoyed their refreshments, Vincent opted for another glass of sherry. After a long coach journey, Tea just did not hit the spot in the same way as a fine amontillado.

      As the ladies finished their tea, Corrine and Emily entered the room.

      “Oh, tea,” cooed the little girl. “Smashing, I’m very thirsty from our journey.”

      She purposely avoided Margaret’s gaze and glanced up at Corrine.

      Corrine knew this game very well, the little one was forever pitting her against both her nanny and her father, feeling that she was an easy touch when it came to avoiding something she did not wish to do.

      Such as go for her afternoon nap.

      Corrine, for her part, ensured that she did not encroach on Margaret’s territory.

      She crouched down beside Emily, and said, gently. “Perhaps if you ask Nanny very politely, she will allow you some cake before your nap, so long as you don’t spoil your appetite for supper.”

      Emily slowly turned her head towards Margaret.

      “Come on then you little terror, one cup and one slice of cake, then it’s nap time, no arguments.” She wagged her index finger at the girl, whose smile spread across her face.

      Fresh tea was ordered, and Corrine took a seat on the couch opposite to Stella and Margaret. Emily joined her having selected her choice of cake.

      “I’ve decided to visit my father in state tomorrow after breakfast,” Vincent announced. “I think it would be fitting if you all accompanied me. What do you say?”

      The maid carrying the fresh tea, stumbled and almost dropped the pot.

      She looked up, red faced, and apologised.

      Vincent turned back to his family. “So, what do you all think.”

      Everyone agreed it would be right and proper for them to pay their respects.

      Margaret questioned whether it might be too upsetting for Emily, but the little girl insisted that she wished to see her grandpapa one last time, so Vincent assured the nanny that it would be fine.

      As the maid left the room, she glanced up at Jasper who was standing by the door. He shook his head as if warning her not to say anything to anyone, and she understood, perfectly.
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      Ralph Watkins and his son Toby sat in the snook of the Wild Boar enjoying a well-earned pint of ale. The bar was almost full, as was usual at this time of day, with the local farm workers and labourers scattered around the tables, enjoying their pre-supper libation, and discussing their days work.

      There was a large fire in the hearth and the heat which emanated from it filled the entire bar with its warming glow. The sound of logs crackling as the hungry flames licked against them, helped to drown out the mumbled conversations from the patrons scattered around the bar.

      Toby glanced over at his father. He could tell from the dour expression on the old man’s face that his thoughts were troubled by something. What’s the matter pa?” he asked, concerned. “You look as if you’ve just lost yer last penny.”

      Ralph nodded and took another sip of ale.

      He looked around him before answering. “Everyone around these parts should be worried now that the laird has returned.”

      Toby frowned. “What d’yer mean?” he asked curiously.

      “All that business we had ‘ere with them murders, and disappearances, it all ‘ad something to do with the laird’s father an’ those people he had staying up at the hall, you mark my words.”

      Toby sat back in his chair. “Yea, but no one’s seen hide nor hair of ‘em since the laird passed away. They’ve moved on now, everyone says so. Besides, we ‘aven’t had any killings the likes of those since, so what makes yer think they’ll start up again?”

      Ralph signalled for his son to move in closer. “You heard about young Mary Grant?”

      Toby frowned. “Yea, but she died of something natural, the doc told everyone.”

      “And you believed him? Well, I heard from old Colin Sedgwick that after Samuel had taken his family away, Father James let that Mathew Hammond stab the young girl’s body with a wooden stake. Hammered it clean through to the floor accordin’ to Sedgwick.”

      Toby pulled a face. “He stabbed the girl’s dead body after it were already laid in its coffin?”

      Ralph nodded.

      “But what for, she was already dead?”

      Ralph shook his head. “Sedgwick reckoned she sat up when they lifted off the lid. He was still standin’ back at his cart, so ‘e couldn’t see everything, but he swears he saw young Mary’s head and shoulders poking up from her coffin.”

      Toby swallowed hard. “An’ you believe him?”

      “I do. Colin Sedgwick may be an old drunk, but I’ve known him since we were kids, an’ he has no reason to lie to me. You should ‘ave seen the look on his face when ‘e was telling me. It was like the blood had drained from him.”

      Toby rubbed his hand across his mouth, before taking another long swig from his tankard. Then asked, “An’ you reckon that has something to do with the laird returning to take up residence at the hall?”

      “Well, it all seems a little too coincidental fer my taste,” replied Ralph. “Things round here have been an awful lot quieter since the laird died, now just before ‘is son returns, we ‘ave us another suspicious death. All I’m saying is it makes you think, boy.”

      “Have you told anyone else about this?”

      Ralph shot his son a stern look. “No, I ‘ave not, it’s not my business to be messin’ with such things, an’ neither is it yours.” He tapped the side of his nose with his index finger. “So, you make sure you keep this to yerself. I’m only tellin’ you as a warning to make sure you keep yer wits about you, understand?”

      Toby nodded. “Not sure I’d even recognise one of them if they walked in this pub, they didn’t exactly mingle with the townsfolk while they were guests of the laird.”

      Ralph leaned in. “Just you be wary of strangers an’ keep yerself to yerself, no use in tempting fate.”

      They drained their glasses.

      “Time for another?” asked Toby.

      Ralph shook his head. “Your mother will be wondering where I am.”

      Toby nodded. “Tell her I’ll be in a bit later, save me some stew.”

      Ralph stared at his son, perplexed. “And where are you thinking of going at this time of night, other than home fer yer supper, and’ bed?”

      Toby shrugged. “I just fancy another tankard. Then I thought I might check the traps on the right side of the woods. There’s bound to be something there mum can use for tomorrow night’s supper.”

      Ralph finished his drink and slid his tankard across the table towards his son.

      “You just be careful out in them woods,” warned Ralph.

      Toby laughed. “There’d have to be an entire gang of them to give me any trouble,” he boasted.

      Ralph clapped him on his back as he stood up from the table.

      In truth, Toby was big enough to take care of himself, and then some, so Ralph was not seriously concerned.

      A couple of the regulars called out to him as he made for the door. Ralph turned back and waved to them, before leaving.

      Toby returned to the bar for his refill. While he waited, he spotted a very sullen-looking Colin Sedgwick tucked away in one of the alcoves of the inn, away from the main crowd and the fire.

      Toby carried his ale over to where Colin sat, staring into his mug.

      “D’yer mind if I join you?” asked Toby, preparing to sit down in anticipation of his friend’s response.

      But Colin merely continued to watch the surface of the liquid in his mug slosh from side to side as he gently rocked the vessel.

      “Colin.” Toby raised his voice, but not loud enough to draw attention.

      Colin looked up, shocked to see his friend sitting next to him. “Oh, Toby, didn’t see you there, how are yer doin’?”

      “Better than you by the look of things. What’s the matter, you look miles away?”

      Colin did not answer. He merely shook his head slowly and took a drink from his cup.

      It was obvious to Toby that his friend was in some distress, and from what his father had told him earlier, he suspected that he knew the reason why. In all the years Toby had known him, Colin had never been the most gregarious or jovial sort. Even so, it was unlike the farmer to be so distant and unresponsive.

      Toby leaned in. “Is this about that business with the young Grant girl?”

      Colin looked up, a shocked expression on his face as if he had just been slapped.

      His hands shook, and he almost capsized his cup.

      Toby checked around them to see if anyone had noticed his friend’s sudden discomfort. But most appeared to be lost in their own conversations, and unaware of the man’s behaviour.

      Toby turned back to his friend. In a low whisper he said. “Was it really that bad? You look like you’ve seen a ghost?”

      Colin looked at him.

      His eyes bore the weight of someone with a heavy heart.

      Shaking his head, he replied. “I don’t care who believes me or not, I saw that young lass sit up in her coffin and watched while that friend of Father James thrust a huge wooden stake into her. I keep seeing it over and over, every time I close me eyes, the scene replays right in front of me as if I were still there.”

      He took a swig from his cup and wiped away the froth from his lips.

      Toby thought for a moment, then said. “So, who doesn’t believe you? I know you’re a man of ‘is word, pa does too.”

      Colin gazed about him at the other patrons. “There’s more than a few amongst this lot think I’m talking barmy. Even me own missus accused me of being in here that night instead of where I told her I’d been. Even after I showed her the money Father James gave me for my help. I wish I’d never agreed to it, and that’s a fact.”

      “With all the funny things been going on around ‘ere since before the laird passed away, nothing surprises me anymore. You must ‘ave heard the rumours?”

      Colin turned to look at him. “Aye, of course I ‘ave, but I took most of ‘em with a pinch of salt. All that business about black magic rituals, an’ trying to raise spirits from the dead, it’s all nonsense, ‘as to be.”

      “Then what about the disappearances, and the bodies which were found with all the blood drained from ‘em,” Toby reminded him. “Those were real enough.”

      Colin thought for a moment while he took another swig from his tankard.

      After a while, he nodded, but Toby could see that his friend was still very reluctant to accept the facts.

      “Now you’ve seen proof for yerself, surely you can trust yer own eyes?”

      Colin kept his head down. “I think I’d’ve preferred it if I’d remained in ignorance,” he admitted, sheepishly.

      “So, tell me what it is that bothers you more, the fact that you’ve seen the evidence yerself, or the fact that some people still don’t believe you?”

      Colin glanced at Toby sideways. “If I’m being honest, I don’t know which is worse. There’s something strange going on around this place, an’ too many folks are burying their ‘eads in the sand, pretending it’s not so. Aren’t you afeared of where it might end?”

      Toby smiled. “I’m like me pa, I keep me head down an’ do me work. If there’s anything wrong with people, we have the doc for that, an’ if it’s their mind that’s ill, we have Father James. Either way, like me pa says, it’s none of our concern.”

      Colin kept his gaze fixed on his friend. “Yer wouldn’t say that if yer had seen what I saw, an’ once yer’ve seen it, yer can’t unsee it, it’s always with you.”

      Toby drained his mug.

      Rising from his seat, he clapped Colin on the back. “So, I take it if Father James comes calling again an’ asks for your help you’ll refuse, regardless of ‘ow much he’s payin’?”

      Colin did not rise to the bait.

      Instead, he kept his head down and merely shrugged.
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      When he left the inn, Toby set off for the woods on the outskirts of the town. The land still belonged to the Viscount, but the old laird had always turned a blind eye to his own tenants carrying out a little poaching, so long as they did not try and take advantage of his good nature.

      So far as Toby was concerned, the deal would continue with the new laird, even if they had not officially discussed the matter.

      The laird would have plenty to occupy his time now that he had returned to take up his father’s old office and the last thing on his mind would be a couple of stray rabbits.

      The sun had long since sunk below the horizon and the autumn wind was picking up. Toby buttoned up his coat and turned his collar up to protect his neck. The walk to the right side of the woods where he laid his traps would only take him around ten minutes, but as it was in the opposite direction of his home, he knew that the cold would be biting by the time he reached his parent’s cottage.

      But it would be worth the journey if his traps bore fruit. All he needed was a couple of rabbits for his mum to make her famous rabbit stew for tomorrows night’s supper. His mouth watered at the thought of it and his stomach growled in support.

      Toby veered off the main road as the woods came into sight.

      He knew that if he cut across the field, he could save himself valuable time in reaching his destination. It was a clear night and bright stars covered the sky.

      As Toby approached the mass of trees at the edge of the wood, a sudden feeling of being watched flooded over him. He spun around and glared into the distance, but he could not see anything untoward.

      He was too far away for any light coming from the inn to assist him, and as there were no cottages in the vicinity, the only light he could rely upon was that of the half moon, which hung lazily above him.

      Toby strained in the darkness to make out any movement, or distinct silhouettes created by a potential pursuer, but after a moment he convinced himself that it had only been his imagination, no doubt assisted from his discussion with Colin back at the inn.

      He waited a moment or two longer before continuing on his way.

      As much as he hated to admit it, even to himself, the uneasiness he had experienced from thinking that he was being followed still hung over him like a dead weight suspended by a weak rope.

      He chided himself as he continued on his way.

      Although only nineteen he was already considerably taller than his father, and a life of manual labour had given him a broad back and arms the size of kegs. He could arm-wrestle any man in the village without breaking sweat and had broken up many a fight without effort.

      Yet here he was beginning to wish he had headed home with his dad after his first drink.

      The shiver which ran through him seemed to come from inside as opposed to being caused by the wind which gushed through the trees.

      Toby picked up his pace.

      Entering the mass clump of trees at the edge of the wood, Toby began to feel comforted by the camouflage they offered him. Being an experienced poacher, even at his size, Toby was able to use the protection of the trees and general foliage to stay hidden while he lay in wait for his prey.

      Oddly enough, on this particular occasion, Toby felt no relief from the protection the woods offered him. Feeling his anxiety grow, he stopped in his tracks, and listened for any sign of someone approaching. But above the sound of the wind whistling through the trees, all he could hear was the distant cry of a fox, calling for a mate.

      His throat was parched, and Toby swallowed hard to try and relieve it, but to his dismay he found he could not create enough saliva to make it worth his while.

      The area where he had set his traps was close at hand, and he decided to ignore the childish imaginings which appeared to have taken over his reason and attend to the task at hand.

      “Hello.”

      The voice came out of nowhere and seemed to defy Toby’s power of perception to the extent that he could not immediately ascertain which direction it came from.

      In his haste to turn around, Toby caught his foot in some overgrown weeds, and before he had a chance to correct his balance he fell headlong, hitting the ground with a loud thud.

      He heard laughter echoing around him as he tried frantically to untangle himself from the twisted foliage.

      His impatience grew as the weeds which entrapped him refused to give.

      Finally, Toby managed to stand and using a nearby tree for balance he kicked himself free, wrenching the ties that bound him out of the ground by their roots.

      He stood for a moment, breathing hard. He could feel the perspiration caused by his efforts streaming down the inside of his vest.

      It took him a moment for his frustration to pass, then he remembered the voice he had heard emanating from the darkness before he fell.

      Still holding the branch which he had used for stability, Toby looked around him, desperate to locate its owner.

      “Are you alright?”

      Toby spun round.

      The owner of the voice stepped out from the shadows.

      Toby was immediately taken with her beauty. She was not a local girl, at least he had never seen her before, and he prided himself that he knew all the girls for miles around.

      He estimated she was about his age, or possibly a bit older. She had long dark hair which cascaded over her shoulders. It was cut with a fringe, which framed her face perfectly, showing off her gorgeous complexion and beautiful deep-set piercing blue eyes.

      Before he could answer, the girl repeated her question.

      Realising he was still holding the stick, Toby dropped it, afraid that the girl might think he needed protection from her. “Oh, I’m fine thank you,” he stammered.

      “Did I frighten you?” she asked teasingly.

      “No, not at all,” Toby assured her. “Nothing frightens me, not even when I was small.”

      The girl smiled. “Well, that’s good to know,” she said, moving closer.

      It was now that he noticed she was dressed in, what appeared to be, a nightshirt. It was full white, and flowed down to her ankles, where he noticed she was not wearing any shoes. Her bare feet crunched the twigs below them as she took another step towards him.

      Toby felt an overwhelming urge to move back, but he stopped himself.

      What self-respecting man would be afraid of a girl.

      The last thing he wanted was for her to think him a coward, or, worse still, someone who was afraid of talking to women.

      By now, they were barely a couple of feet apart.

      The night wind billowed her shirt out, revealing her slim legs up to the knees.

      Toby could not help but stare.

      When he realised what he was doing, he looked up, ashamed for his actions.

      But the girl merely smiled back at him, her eyes twinkling in the moonlight.

      The absurdity of their situation suddenly occurred to Toby.

      Why was this girl out here in the middle of the woods in nothing but her nightdress, with her feet bare, talking to a complete stranger who could-should he desire-overpower her in an instant and have his way before she even had a chance to summon help?

      It made no sense!

      Yet, here she was, standing opposite him, wearing next to nothing, and looking absolutely gorgeous to boot.

      All of a sudden, Toby did not care why she was there, he was just glad that she was and that no one else was around to disturb their meeting.

      Toby felt himself tongue-tied.

      This never usually happened to him when it came to girls, regardless of the circumstances, but he felt that he had to say something before the pause in their conversation became awkward.

      “Doesn’t that hurt?” he asked, pointing down to her bare feet. I was not much of an opener, but it was all he could think of.

      The girl shook her head, smiling. “No, I have very strong feet,” she informed him. “I prefer to keep shoes off my feet whenever possible, I find them very restricting.”

      Toby nodded, dumbly.

      He shivered as a sudden breeze picked up. “Aren’t you cold?” he asked, moving to take off his jacket to cover she shoulders.

      The girl put out her hand to stop him. “No thank you, I’m fine, really. I love the night air and feeling he wind blow through my hair. It’s so invigorating.”

      “Oh, right then, I see. Have you come far?”

      “Not really, at least not tonight. I live on the other side of the wood. I’ve watched you working in the fields with your father. You’re very handsome.”

      Toby felt himself blush at the compliment.

      Looking at the girl, he desperately wanted to move in and put his arms around her. To taste those luscious lips against his. To smell her beautiful hair and feel the warmth of her body pressed against him.

      But there was something stopping him, and he was no sure what it was.

      After all, the girl had approached him, and she was making it perfectly clear that she liked him. So, even if he misjudged the situation and she pushed him away, slapping his face for good measure, what was the harm?

      Yet he still could not bring himself to make the next move.

      “Do you like me?” the girl asked, shattering his reverie.

      Toby nodded. “Yes, very much, you’re very beautiful,” he blurted out, immediately feeling foolish for his lack of fortitude.

      The girl tilted her head to one side. “Would you like to kiss me?” she enquired coquettishly.

      This time Toby did not wait to answer.

      The girl had made her feelings quite plain, and even if this were some sort of joke at his expense, he did not care.

      Toby moved in and placed his hands on either side of her face and drew her towards him. Their mouths met, and they began to kiss passionately.

      The touch of her skin was like ice to him, and Toby found it hard to believe that the girl really did not feel the cold.

      Their eager tongues glided against each other, and Toby slipped his hands down her body taking in every curve, until they came to rest on her buttocks.

      Toby squeezed her cheeks; the soft compliant flesh filling his large hands.

      He could feel his erection growing, pushing against his trousers, demanding release.

      The girl traced a hand down his body until she reached between his legs. There she cupped his manhood, gently rubbing her palm against it, teasing it with a promise of more to come.

      Toby moaned out loud.

      Lost in his lustful fantasy, he did not hear the rustling in the trees which surrounded them. Nor did he detect the shadowy figures which loomed out of the shadows, forming a circle, closing the pair of them inside.

      Oblivious to the eyes boring into him, Toby tilted back his head as the girl began to kiss his neck. He felt the wet trail her tongue made as it slid over his bare flesh.

      Toby let go of her bottom and slid his hands around to the front, grabbing the girl’s hand as he lifted the waistband of his trousers away from his body, he slid her hands inside so that she could wrap her soft fingers around his penis.

      He could feel a sharp sting as the girl nibbled the side of his neck.

      As she sunk her fangs into his flesh, Toby let out a scream that was more surprise than fear, his mind unable to comprehend what was happening.

      His body went rigid as the girl drank from his jugular vein.

      He could no longer feel the tender touch of her fingers encircling his erection.

      Toby’s body sagged, and went limp, but the girl managed to support his weight as she drank.

      When she was done, she stepped back and let him crumple to the floor.

      Then the rest of the group converged upon him to enjoy their fill.
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      Father James rubbed his hands together vigorously to help keep out the night’s chill, although in truth, if he were being honest, the main reason for his shivers was the task at hand which he and Mathew Hammond were about to embark on.

      Even though the priest knew that their endeavours had been officially sanctioned by the church, he could not help the deep-rooted feelings of unease which had burrowed inside him, ready to erupt whenever he was called upon to assist Hammond and his crew.

      I was not just the priest who felt anxious that night, even the horses were jumpy, pulling at their tethers as if trying desperately to escape. One of Hammond’s crew went over to them and tried to calm them down, whilst also ensuring that their reins were secure.

      He last thing any of them wanted was for their animals to bolt off into the darkness, possibly never to be seen again.

      Two of the helpers climbed the stairs of the sepulchre holding torches to light the way.

      Mathew turned to Father James and held out his hand.

      Reluctantly, the priest took out the key for the door, and placed it inside Mathew’s outstretched hand. Mathew thanked him and followed his helpers up the stone steps.

      The second he placed the key inside the lock a mighty gust of wind whipped through the surrounding trees, causing the horses to frantically start whinnying and straining against their binds once more.

      Mathew called down to the man who was still trying to calm them, but he could see that the poor man was already doing all he could to pacify the beasts.

      Mathew turned the key and the locking mechanism reluctantly grinded in submission as it gave way. He pushed the main door open then stood back to allow his men carrying the torches to enter first.

      The stone room was the size of a large stable, and within it they saw stone shelves on either side, several of which held a concrete coffin which encased a wooden version within.

      The details of those enclosed within the coffin were etched on to the stone sides of each base, and in the middle of the room sat a large alter, upon which was another concrete coffin, this one revealing the details of the late viscount.

      The torchbearers placed their lights in the holders scattered around the room, and from them lit further ones to assist their master with his task.

      Once the inside of the cavern was properly lit, Father James entered, closely followed by two more of Mathew’s crew.

      The priest almost stumbled as he crossed the threshold although there was no stone step or obstruction in his path. One of the men behind him reached out and grabbed his arm, managing to steady him before he fell.

      Father James held onto the man’s arm for a moment to regain his composure, thanking him for his able assistance.

      The inside of the sepulchre was gloomy despite the torches, and the air had a musty odour of things long since untouched or cleaned. There was a distinct cloud of dust which hovered in the air at about waist height, evidently kicked up by the men as they entered the tomb.

      Father James removed a hankey from his pocket and coughed into it, expelling the stale air which had lodged in his throat.

      His nerves had not been good for some time, and on the recommendation of Doctor Harris, he had started imbibing a strong tincture before retiring, to assist him in falling to sleep. As someone who had made a habit of retiring early, Father James had discovered that on those evenings when this was not possible, his body began to crave the tincture once it was passed a certain hour.

      Tonight, was such a night.

      Upon receiving word from Jasper earlier in the day that the Viscount was intending to visit his father to pay his respects, Mathew was adamant that they should inspect the late viscount’s burial chamber to ensure that there was no evidence of tampering.

      At the time of the viscount’s death, although it was suspected by many of the locals that he had been killed by one of the strange group of exotic guests he had invited to the hall, Doctor Harris had found no evidence of anything suspicious on his body, save for two tiny pin pricks on the side of his neck.

      When it subsequently came to light that several deaths in the locale had all left their victims with the same telltale marks, the doctor reported his findings to Father James, in the hope that there might be some spiritual reason behind them along the lines of stigmata.

      It was not until the church sent Mathew Hammond to the scene that any relevance was placed on those marks. By then, there had already been several deaths, as well as some unexplained disappearances where the victims were subsequently seen at a later date roaming the woodlands, only to disappear once more.

      After the militia had subdued the riots which followed, Mathew took Father James into his confidence and explained his suspicions concerning the telltale marks.

      Since then, every time someone else in the locale died, Doctor Harris checked for the marks. If they were discovered, he would inform Father James, who in turn told Mathew, and after the individual was laid to rest, Mathew and his team would carry out their ritual in an attempt to free the victim’s soul.

      They carried out their horrendous task under a cloak of secrecy, only involving outsiders when necessary, and paying them handsomely for their silence.

      But word eventually broke out, and although Father James initially denied such ungodly actions, eventually he feared for the sanity of many of his parish and divulged such information as he felt was necessary to make them understand.

      At the time of the late viscount’s entombment, out of respect for his title and position, it was agreed that rather than carry out the ritual on his corpse, his coffin would be encased in concrete before being laid in state, so that if he were one of the undead, he would not be able to escape and spread his contagion.

      But now that the new laird had arrived, Mathew insisted that they inspect the departed viscount’s remains to ensure that he did not pose a danger to anyone else in the town.

      As the group huddled around the concrete tomb, Mathew turned to Father James and asked for his permission to give the order to have the lid removed. The request was more by way of convention out of respect for the priest’s position in the town. But no one present was in any doubt that should Father James refuse, the ritual would proceed regardless.

      Mathew instructed his crew to begin.

      Four of them took up position at each corner of the lid, while the other two stood nearby, holding their torches aloft to afford their colleagues as much light as possible.

      The four men took the strain, then on command from Mathew they hefted the weighty lid off, and carried it to one side of the structure, where they placed it against one of the shelves for support.

      Inside the concrete frame they all gazed at the carved wooden top which covered the corpse of the late viscount.

      Even in the poor light it was obvious to everyone in attendance that the lid had been dislodged, and splinters of wood were scattered around the area as a result of the pressure placed against it from within.

      Upon instruction, the men removed the lid of the coffin, and lifted it to one side, letting it rest between the concrete enclosure and the wooden structure.

      In the flickering light of the nearest torch, they could all see the deep gouges made in the wood on the underside of the lid.

      Father James pulled back in shock and revulsion.

      For a brief moment, he was under the impression that the old laird must have been buried alive, and once he awoke, had tried desperately to free himself from his wooden confines.

      But then he realised that the evidence of the laird trying to escape had a different, and altogether more sinister, meaning.

      The laird had returned as one of the undead, and it was only due to the weight of the stone lid which sat on top of his final resting place that he was prevented from emerging and scouring the countryside looking for fresh victims.

      Without saying a word, Mathew opened his bag and removed a large wooden stake.

      Father James rushed forward and placed his hand on the man’s arm, his expression a mixture of revulsion and desperation. “Is this absolutely necessary?” the priest begged.

      “You know what must be done,” Mathew insisted. “These rituals care nothing for rank nor favour. Once someone has become a creature of the night, there is only one course of action that the church condones.”

      The priest turned his head to look at the corpse.

      Beads of perspiration ran from beneath his hat, dribbling down his face.

      In the torchlight he appeared to have aged significantly.

      Mathew felt sorry for the old man. To him this duty was merely a matter of procedure and edict, but he knew that for the priest, it was something which went against everything he believed in and held sacrosanct.

      Had it not been for the letters from the archbishop Mathew had presented when he first arrived, Father James would never have allowed such immoral practices to take place.

      “Come on, Father,” said Mathew. “We need to get on.”

      The priest turned back to face him. “But what are we to do tomorrow when the new laird visits his father? He will demand an explanation for such sacrilege, and when he does, what am I to tell him?”

      His question was almost rhetorical as he looked away and gazed into space as he spoke.

      As much as Mathew sympathised with the man of God, his duty compelled him to focus his attention on the deed at hand, and not allow himself to be waivered by pleadings or arguments from anyone.

      “Perhaps you should tell the new laird the truth,” suggested Mathew. “After all, this is his land, his estate, doesn’t he deserve to know what’s been going on?”

      Father James looked ashen faced at the suggestion. “And how am I supposed to tell him that it was his father who started all this? Him and those strange people he had visit him just before he died.”

      “Does he not deserve to know the truth?”

      “Maybe, but knowing him as I do, he’ll never believe it. He’ll think there’s a conspiracy abound and that his father is being blamed simply because he was the laird. I could make life very awkward for the rest of us who have to live here.”

      Mathew shook his head. “Well, the way I see it, by tomorrow morning he’s going to know something fishy is going on, so why not just grab the bull by the horns and tell him? I can corroborate your story, so can anyone else who has suffered a loss as a result.”

      The priest looked unconvinced by Mathew’s argument.

      Either way, he was right about one thing, the laird was going to demand an explanation when he sees his father’s corpse with a wooden stake plunged through his heart tomorrow.

      Father James peered in at the dead body.

      The laird, for all the evidence of his trying to escape his sepulchre, seemed to be at peace now, and the priest wondered if they could cover up his earlier endeavours by replacing his coffin lid, so that the following day, the new laird would be none the wiser.

      He turned back to Mathew to voice his recommendation.

      Suddenly, he felt a hand grab him by the wrist. The grip was so strong that Father James was unable to extricate himself no matter how hard he pulled.

      He looked back.

      To his horror, the dead laird had opened his eyes and was grinning up at him, like a fox about to ravage a chicken.

      Father James screamed.

      The men surrounding the coffin did not have to wait for instruction. They leapt into action, using their weight to hold the undead corpse in situ, while attempting to free the priest.

      The laird seemed reluctant to release his capture, almost ignoring the other men who forced him back. His eyes shone brightly with a glassy stare that seemed to bore straight through the hapless priest.

      He opened his mouth and bared his sharp white fangs, hissing at Father James as he did so.

      The priest continued to try and extricate himself from his captive, but no matter how hard he tried, the laird refused to loosen his grip.

      In spite of the four men forcing him back down, the undead viscount began to rise slowly, into a seated position.

      He turned in his coffin and stared at the priest with hungry eyes.

      From out of the shadows a wooden stake flew through the air, its sharpened point plunging into the laird’s chest.

      The laird screamed out in agony, although it was believed by those standing around the coffin that a risen corpse could no longer feel pain. Even so, the cry that emanated from it was fierce and pitiful in equal measure.

      As the corpse slid back down into position, it finally released the hold it had on Father James.

      Taking his mallet, Mathew hammered the stake down several times until he could feel the point protruding through the back of the corpse and hitting the wooden base beneath it.

      For a moment, the scream the laird had made seemed to echo throughout the stone cavern, and Father James slapped his hands against his ears for protection.

      He knew now that there was going back.

      Come the morning, he would have to offer the viscount a full explanation regarding the events of the past few months, as well as his father’s involvement in it.
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      After breakfast, Vincent, Corrine, Margaret, and the girls prepared themselves to go and pay their last respects to Vincent’s father in the family burial tomb.

      The journey was only a short one, so being such a bright, sunny day, they decided to walk to the tomb. The crisp autumn leaves crunched loudly beneath their feet as they all made their way along the path.

      Jasper, and two of the younger servants, accompanied them on their way.

      The two younger men could not help but notice the look of anguish on the older servant’s face as they walked. One of them asked him if everything was alright, but he merely brushed the question away with a wave of his hand, without answering.

      Margaret kept hold of Emily’s hand as they walked. Although the little girl had already promised to be good and not run on ahead, as was often her way whenever the family took a stroll, the nanny thought it best to err on the side of caution, rather than risk upsetting the Viscount.

      Stella kept her head down and clutched the two bunches of wildflowers she had picked before breakfast. One was for her grandfather, and the other for her mother who was also laid to rest in the family vault.

      As they turned the bend in the road and the edifice came into view, Vincent could see the hunched-over figure of Father James waiting outside it.

      “I wonder what he wants?” asked Vincent.

      “I’m not sure,” replied Corinne. “I take it you did not ask him to attend for any reason?”

      Vincent shook his head. “No, but now I think of it, it might be a nice idea to have him say a prayer over my father while we’re there, as we missed the funeral.”

      The walked on a little further.

      Then Corinne asked. “But, if you did not invite him, how did he know that we were going to be here this morning?”

      Vincent shrugged. “I’m not sure, but that’s a very good question.” He leaned down to whisper in her ear. “Perhaps he received word from above.”

      Corinne slapped his arm, playfully.

      Seeing the family approach, Father James dismounted his stead, and secured it to the nearest tree. He remembered how jittery the horses had been the previous night when he and Mathew first entered the tomb, so the las thing he wanted now was for his beast to gallop away out of fright.

      Even as he secured the rein, his horse began to buck and whiney.

      He managed to calm it down with a gentle pat and a few soothing words.

      Father James had often heard it said that animals were extremely sensitive to unseen dangers, and after last night he believed it. Whatever had spooked the horses then, his own mount still feared it, now.

      The priest had hopes that after Mathew performed his ritual all the danger would be gone, but his horse’s behaviour led him to suspect that something was still not quite as it should be.

      He said a silent prayer to protect himself and all those present from whatever danger may still lurk within the concrete sepulchre. Even though the rational side of his intuition told him that if there were anything to fear, it would surely have shown itself the previous night in an attempt to stop the men carrying out their deed.

      All the same, he repeated the words of his prayer under his breath once more.

      As the viscount approached, he held out his hand. “Good morning, Father, what a pleasant surprise.”

      Father James shook his hand and smiled and bowed as he greeted the rest of the party.

      Vincent introduced him to Corinne, and the priest kissed her glove.

      “Have you come to pray with us?” she asked.

      The priest immediately felt his face flush. “Regrettably, time is pressing on me this morning. He looked over towards Jasper, and the old servant shook his head, solemnly.

      Last night, after the events at the tomb, Father James returned the key to Jasper and informed him of Mathew’s idea to tell his master about recent events, leading up to the reason behind their visit to the family vault.

      The old man was horrified at the prospect, and he did not keep his thoughts to himself. The two of them stood outside in the cold night air, away from prying ears, and argued late into the night over the subject.

      Eventually, Jasper had to concede that there was no way of covering up what Mathew and his crew had done to the late viscount, especially as Vincent would demand to know why his father had been locked in his coffin when he should still be lying in state.

      Had the viscount died tragically as the result of an accident, or been mauled to death by mad dogs, then perhaps an argument could have been made to Vincent that it was thought best to keep his father under cover for fear of frightening the girls.

      But as it was, Vincent was already aware of how his father died, so it was too late now to concoct such a tale.

      As a result of their conversation, Jasper barely closed his eyes that night.

      The following morning all the other servants could see that the old man had something pressing on his mind, but any mention of the fact resulted in him reminding the enquirer to concentrate on their job, and not involve themselves in his business.

      Jasper had spent all morning trying to come up with a plausible explanation to offer the viscount once the tomb was opened. But he was at a loss to find an excuse that might hold water.

      The young viscount was no fool and any lie would need to be clarified with the strongest of evidence before he accepted it as the truth.

      Now that they were finally at the vault, Jasper knew that the time for lies and excuses had passed.

      The sight of Father James waiting by the entrance did give him a modicum of hope.

      For now, at least, he would not be left to explain the situation to his master alone.

      Initially, when the two of them spoke, Father James had asked Jasper to bring the viscount to the church to allow him to explain matters within the confines of God’s house. In his mind, Father James believed that Vincent would be less likely to rant and rave and demand answers if they were on holy ground.

      But as soon as he mentioned his plan, the priest could see how the prospect weighed down on the poor servant, and he immediately felt guilty for placing the task on his shoulders.

      Therefore, he suggested that he meet the family at the tomb when they arrived, then he and Jasper could support each other in their explanation.

      The old servant still had his doubts over the proposal, but by then he could see that the priest was adamant in his conviction, so reluctantly, he let the matter drop.

      Now that the time was at hand however, Jasper could feel his frail frame start to shiver.

      Father James looked into the viscount’s eyes and asked, solemnly. “If I could just have a moment of your time my lord.”

      Vincent frowned. “What, right this minute? We’re about to go and pay our last respects to my father. Can’t it wait?”

      The priest shook his head. “Were that it could my lord, but I feel the matter has a moment of urgency which will not wait.”

      Vincent turned to glance at Corinne, a bemused expression on his face.

      Although he was not as well acquainted with the priest as his father had been, he knew from his correspondence that Father James was a man who took his holy vocation extremely seriously, and he was by no means accustomed to waste time. Therefore, whatever he had to say Vincent knew that it must be serious and necessary.

      “May we speak here?” Vincent asked.

      Father James blushed even deeper. “I think under the circumstances it would be better to speak away from the ladies,” he suggested.

      Vincent sighed, deeply, then he turned to his wife. “My dear, as it’s such a lovely morning would you and Margaret take the girls for a turn of the grounds? I’ll see you all back here, presently.”

      Having heard the priest’s recommendation and seen the strange look in his eyes as he spoke, Corinne merely nodded and untangled her arm for her husband’s.

      The four of them moved off, with little Emily skipping along beside her nanny.

      Stella threw her father a quick glance as she passed. Vincent could tell that she had questions, but she could doubtless sense from the situation that right now was not the time to ask them.

      They waited until the four females were out of earshot.

      “Now then, what is all this about, Father? Why shouldn’t my wife and daughters be privy to what you have to say?”

      “I am afraid that it concerns your late father, and though I would do anything within my power to keep the truth from you, I am afraid that the time for secrets has come to an end.”

      Vincent turned back to his servants.

      The three of them had stayed where they were as they had not been instructed to accompany the ladies.

      “Jasper,” called Vincent. “Have you any idea what’s going on?”

      The old man cleared his throat and walked forward, passing the two younger men so that he could stand before his master. “I am afraid I must confess that I do your lordship.”

      Vincent pulled back. Evidently shocked by the old man’s revelation.

      He turned back to Father James. “Well, don’t just leave me here in suspense, what is it you have to tell me that cannot wait?”

      Jasper took his cue, and climbed the steps of the vault, removing the key from his pocket. Once at the top, he turned for a moment and glanced behind at his master, then turned the key and pushed open the main door.

      The two younger servants followed on and assisted the old man in his task.

      Vincent planted his fists on his hips.

      Father James could tell from his demeanour that the viscount was losing his patience with them, so he touched him on the elbow and indicated for him to follow his servants into the vault.

      Vincent did not wait for the priest, but instead ran up the stairs two at a time to join his retainers. Father James followed behind, taking care as his trembling legs took each step one at a time.

      Once they were all inside, it took a moment for their eyes to adjust to the semi-darkness. Sunlight came streaming in through the lofty windows which encircled the stone structure, affording them just enough light to make out the stone coffins on either side of them.

      Before Father James had a chance to explain further, Vincent noticed that his father’s coffin already had its stone lid in place.

      “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded, looking from the priest to his servants, expectantly. The two young men who had attended at Jasper’s behest, both looked down at the floor, red-faced. They had both been in service with the late viscount and knew from local gossip the stories which surrounded his death.

      But neither felt it their place to answer their master’s question.

      “Why has my father’s coffin been closed when I specifically wrote to say I wished him to remain in state until after I could pay my respects?”

      Father James moved forward. “That was what I wished to explain to you your lordship. I can assure you that your father was entombed with the utmost respect and solemnity, but further actions were deemed necessary in order to protect your noble house and the surrounding area.”

      Vincent looked at him, his lips curled back. “What in God’s name are you talking about man? You try my patience.” He pointed to his father’s coffin. “Why has he been covered up?”

      Father James took a deep breath. “In order not to upset you on your long journey, the details of your dear father’s demise were distorted, somewhat.”

      “I’ve heard just about enough of this nonsense,” Vincent snorted. “Remove the lid at once,” he demanded, pointed at the two young servants.

      The men, suddenly snapped from their reverie, glanced over as Jasper.

      “Don’t look to him!” Vincent yelled. “Do as I say, now!”
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      The two young servants sprang into action upon hearing their master shout his orders.

      Keeping their voices down so as not to irritate the viscount further, the two men whispered instructions to each other whilst trying to discover how best to dislodge the stone tablet from the grave, without sending it crashing to the ground.

      As he looked on, Father James began to wish that he had taken up Mathew’s offer to accompany him to see the viscount. His strength would certainly have come in handy right now.

      Jasper, for his part, moved in to assist his two underlings, but his condition and general frailty made it obvious to everyone else that he was not up to the challenge.

      Eventually, out of frustration at watching the two younger men push and strain against the stone cover without making much progress, Vincent moved forward and added his own weight. He ordered the men to move to one side of the coffin so that they could all exert their force in the same direction.

      Jasper, fearing the outcome, advised his master that the concrete lid would no doubt shatter if not lowered to the ground, slowly, but Vincent waved his concerns aside and instructed the tow servants to put their backs into it.

      Jasper moved behind and stood next to the priest.

      Both men exchanged a glance which conveyed each other’s concern at the inevitable outcome.

      He three men managed to move the weighty cover just far enough so that it balanced on its support, without toppling over.

      The viscount ordered the men to stand back while he peered in over the top at the wooden coffin below. The outside of the lid was still intact, having been secured in place the previous night by Mathew’s men.

      Vincent surveyed the outer lid and placed his hand against the wood, running it along the edge as if to check for interference.

      Once he was satisfied, he turned to look at Father James. “No sign of violation here at least,” he barked, but there was clearly no relief in his voice.

      The priest bowed his head, unable to hold the viscount’s gaze.

      The laird knew instinctively that there was more to the situation than either the priest or his faithful servant wished to divulge. But he was determined to reach the bottom of it, whatever the case.

      “Right,” he continued, looking back at the young servants. “You two, help me to place this thing on the floor,” he indicated towards the concrete lid with a nod of his head as he spoke.

      The two young men looked at each other, then back to Jasper.

      The old servant nodded his head, sombrely.

      The three of them took the strain, then on the viscount’s order they hefted the mighty stone slab off the coffin and carefully placed it on the floor.

      They all stood up gasping from the strain.

      Both young servants had perspiration running down their faces as they leaned back against the nearest set of shelving.

      Vincent took another chance to survey the wooden coffin now that the stone tablet had been removed. He placed a hand on the middle of the lid and looked for a moment as if he were saying a silent prayer for his father.

      The solemnity of the moment was not lost on Father James, and he too lowered his head and held his hands together in front of him.

      As they all waited, Jasper could feel the tension of the moment start to gather momentum in his chest. Having heard from Father James about what he and Mathew had discovered the previous evening, as well as their subsequence course of action, he was dreading the moment when the lid of the coffin was removed to reveal the ravaged condition of the old laird’s remains.

      As the time grew closer, the old servant could hear the blood pounding in his ears.

      Eventually, Vincent raised his head and called out to the young servants to find something to prise open the lid of his father’s coffin.

      The two men nodded and made their way towards the far end of the sepulchre where some of the tools Mathew’s men had used the previous night were still lined up against the wall.

      Although it was still only morning, a dark cloud seemed to obscure the sunlight, and the inside of the tomb suddenly became murky and black. It was too dark now to see anything clearly, so Vincent took down one of the torches from its perch and lit it using the stone and flint left on the window ledge by the doorway.

      He brought the torch over as the young men began work on loosening the nails which held the coffin lid in place.

      In spite of themselves, both Father James and Jasper moved in closer as if eager to see what the open coffin would reveal.

      The nails prised up relatively easily as most had merely been driven back into their original holes the previous night. The two servants worked diligently so as to cause the minimum of damage while carrying out their task.

      They managed a complete circle without splintering the wood.

      Once they were satisfied that the lid was free of its confines, they stopped worked and looked to their master for instruction.

      Vincent nodded his ascent.

      The two men glanced at each other so as to time the lift as carefully as possible. As they heaved off the wooden lid, Vincent moved in closer with the torch. Before he stared in at his father, he noticed the deep gouges on the underside of the cover.

      Vincent pulled back in disgust, unable to make sense of what he was looking at.

      He turned to face Father James. “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded. “How can there be such damage to the inside of my father’s coffin? Are you telling me he was still alive when you buried him?”

      Father James held up his hand to calm the viscount down.

      Vincent turned back for another look, still unable to process what he had seen.

      As he moved in closer, it was only then that he saw the stout shaft of wood protruding from his father’s chest.

      The two servants that were holding the coffin lid in place, both glanced over the top and saw what their master had reacted to.

      One of them screamed and let go of the lid.

      The other man, unable to balance the heavy wooden structure on his own, fell backwards, dropping the lid which crashed down onto the stone floor.

      Vincent’s eyes opened wide in a look of shock and disbelief.

      He too staggered backwards, almost dropping his torch on himself.

      Seeing his master’s distress, Jasper moved in and secured the lighted flame from him, to prevent it from burning him or setting the place alight.

      Vincent grabbed the old man’s tunic to steady himself. His head swam as if he were about to faint. He stared at the ground for a moment, shaking his head as if by doing so he would dislodge the awful memory of what he had just witnessed.

      “Are you alright, my lord?” asked Jasper, with genuine concern in his voice.

      Vincent slapped a hand against his forehead and took in several deep breaths to help clear his head. He knew he had to look again, even if only to convince himself of what he thought he had seen.

      “Replace the cover.”

      It was Father James who barked out the order to the two young men.

      The pair of them exchanged glances, almost as if daring the other to run from the place and never return.

      “Now!” demanded the priest.

      Regaining his composure, Vincent stood up. His breathing was still laboured, but now it sounded as if it had purpose. “No!” he shouted. “Leave it where it is.”

      The two servants obeyed, without question.

      Vincent released his faithful retainer’s sleeve and reached over to take back the torch.

      “My lord, are you sure?” asked Jasper, his voice trembling.

      Vincent did not answer.

      Instead, he moved in once more to glance over at his father’s corpse.

      Holding the torch firmly in his grasp, Vincent grabbed hold of the side of the open coffin for balance, before peering in once more at the horror awaiting him.

      It had not been a figment of his imagination, after all.

      His mind raced with a myriad of questions as he stared down at his father.

      How was it possible that they buried his father without ensuring that he was dead?

      How did he make those deep scratches in the wood unless he were still alive?

      Who had dared to shove a wooden stake into his heart?

      Vincent could feel his anger rising in his chest.

      He turned slowly to look at Father James, his face flushed with anger. “Who is responsible for this unholy desecration?” he demanded, his knuckles turning white as they gripped the wooden side of the coffin.

      Father James crossed himself and clasped his hands together as if he were about to begin a sermon. He eyed the two young servants who were still standing behind the coffin, looking on, nervously. They had both already witnessed more than he would have wished as young men like old women in his experience, were equally as likely to spread gossip and malicious rumour.

      But it was too late to turn the clock back now. They had seen what they had seen, but the priest was adamant that he did not wish to explain matters any further in front of them.

      Still, they were not his servants, as such, he had no sway over them, so it was down to him to persuade the viscount to send them away before he began his explanation.

      Father James was sure that he could convince Vincent to swear the men to silence with the threat of them losing their positions.

      “Well?” The fire in Vincent’s eyes still raged as he spoke.

      Father James took in a deep breath. “My lord,” he began, “perhaps we could speak together in private.”

      Vincent switched the torch to his other hand as he let go of the coffin, confident in his balance. He shot out his hand to grab hold of the priest’s cassock, but as he did so, Jasper intervened and tried to stand between them to offer his assertion that his master would do well to heed the priest’s suggestion.

      In his anger, Vincent swept the old man aside.

      Jasper fell backwards, losing his balance, and collided with some of the stone shelving which housed the final resting places of the family.

      The back of his head glanced off the corner of one such structure, and Jasper collapsed onto the floor, clutching his chest, blood pouring from the back of his head.

      Realising what he had done, Vincent went to the old man and offered him his arm for support. “Jasper, forgive me, I did not mean to push you so hard.”

      Jasper’s eyes flickered as he attempted to focus on his master. “Forgive me my lord, it is my clumsiness that’s to blame, I’ll be fine in a minute.”

      “Of course, you will,” Vincent assured him, but he could not disguise the concern he felt for the old man. He shouted back at the young men. “Come here, both of you, help him to his feet, be quick about it.”

      Both men ran around the sepulchre and came to their mentor’s aid.

      Vincent stood back so that they could take a firm hold of the old man as they lifted him back to his feet.

      They hoisted Jasper up, but he immediately began to slump once more, so they each supported him under his arm so that they could balance his weight between them.

      “Jasper. Jasper, can you hear me?” Vincent asked, holding the man’s jaw in his hand.

      But here was no response.

      “Carry him to the hall, and send for Doctor Harris, immediately,” Vincent demanded, moving backwards to give the men ample room.

      Although the old servant was mainly skin and bone, the two young men struggled to support his weight as they carried out their master’s orders.
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      The viscount and the priest watched as the young servants carried Jasper outside into the morning air. Vincent felt the urge to follow them to ensure that they carried out his orders, as Jasper was a loyal servant who had served the family since before Vincent was born.

      But he decided that the matter at hand was more pressing. Vincent desperately needed to know what had happened to his father in his absence, and why such an unholy desecration had been allowed to take place.

      He trusted Jasper and knew in his bones that he would never have allowed such an atrocity to take place had he been able to prevent it. The question was, why had Jasper not sent word to Vincent at the time to inform him of what was taking place?

      Some other force was at work here, with an authority so high that it had managed to scare the old man into silence.

      Save the king, only one other entity had the necessary clout to place such a burden of fear in people, and that was the church.

      Father James was involved, there could be no doubt, and Vincent was determined to elicit the truth from him, no matter what.

      As the servants moved out of sight past the entrance to the tomb, Vincent turned to face the priest. “Now then, perhaps you’ll be good enough to explain what exactly has gone on here.”

      Father James cleared his throat. “You deserve a full explanation my lord and believe me when I say I have no qualms about giving you the details. But, if I may, I would like you to come with me and meet someone, someone whom the church has ordained worthy to deal with this situation. He is waiting for us at the church.”

      Vincent looked perplexed. “And he can explain why my poor father was treated with such disrespect?” He pointed back at the coffin.

      Father James nodded. “I can assure you my lord that he will be able to answer all your questions and satisfy any doubts or concerns you might have at this moment.”

      Vincent took in a couple of deep breaths while he considered the priest’s recommendation. He was far from happy, but he had to admit, if only to himself, that his curiosity was overwhelming.

      If the church was involved in such desecration, there had to be a good reason for it. So, unless Father James had gone mad or switched over to devil worship, Vincent knew that there would be an explanation waiting for him back at the church.

      “Alright Father,” he replied, evidently still not convinced, but at least willing to listen to what the man back at the church had to say. “But first, help me to place the lid back on my father’s remains. He’s been defiled enough without leaving room for rats to have their way.”

      Together they lifted the wooden cover back onto the coffin. Vincent hammered some of the nails back into place, just enough to block up any gaps.

      He extinguished his torch as the two of them made their way back out into the daylight. The sun was bright and hurt his eyes after being in the semi-darkness of the tomb. Vincent shielded his eyes and closed the door behind them, taking the key from Father James so that he could secure it.

      “Papa.”

      Vincent turned to see Corrine, Margaret and the girls standing at the bottom of the steps.

      The two men climbed down to their level.

      “Is everything alright, Papa?” asked Stella, still clutching the flowers she had brought with her that morning.

      Vincent attempted a smile. “Nothing to worry about,” he assured them all. “Just a little damage caused by some mischievous rodents. It won’t take long to have it rectified.”

      Father James looked down to avoid having to make eye contact with the women. Vincent’s quick thinking may well have helped to conceal the truth, but the priest had never been comfortable with lies, even when they were employed to save another’s feelings.

      “May we still go in and pay our respects?” asked Stella, looking past her father at the locked door. “I’ve been carrying these flowers all morning and I would dearly love to place them next to Mama and Grandpapa’s graves and say a few prayers.”

      “Me too, Papa,” squealed Emily, holding up the flowers which she had picked during their walk.

      “I’m afraid that won’t be possible right now,” Vincent informed them. “Perhaps later, or tomorrow, we’ll see.”

      “But, Papa,” Emily pouted, “my flowers will be dead by then.”

      “I said no!” Vincent shouted, his temper getting the better of him.

      He instantly regretted his action as his youngest daughter buried her face in Margaret’s dress and began to sob, uncontrollably.

      He looked at Corinne and Stella, and expression of apology on his face.

      Both women knew that Vincent had a temper which often raised its head without warning. But this was the first time either of them could remember him yelling at his youngest daughter.

      Vincent walked over towards Margaret, who was busy comforting the little girl.

      “You overindulge her,” Vincent chided.

      Margaret blushed. “She’s only seven my lord,” she snapped defiantly, as if replying to a stranger who could not possibly know the child’s age.

      The nanny was not in the habit of answering her employer in such a manner and as such, her remark took Vincent by surprise.

      For a moment, his face clouded over, and Margaret held little Emily tight against the folds of her skirt for fear that her father was about to unleash a torrent of reprimands. Like the other two women, she too knew that it was not wise to provoke the viscount when his anger was on the ascent, and she quickly regrated the sharpness of her words.

      “My apologies your lordship, my words were ill chosen.” Margaret attempted a half-curtsey without dislodging Emily from her protection.

      Vincent nodded and ruffled the back of Emily’s hair to show that he was no longer angry with her. But the little girl was having none of it. She clung rigidly to her nanny’s skirt and refused to let go, or even turn to face him.

      Father James cleared his throat to help avoid an uncomfortable silence.

      Vincent looked up and saw the strained expression on the priest’s face.

      Clearly, he wanted them to leave for the church as soon as possible, as did Vincent. He would be very interested to hear what this representative of the church had to say about the treatment of his father’s remains.

      “Yes, of course,” said Vincent thoughtfully. He considered for a moment what his next step should be. He realised now that it would have saved time if he had ordered one of the young servants to send for his horse when they reached the hall, it was too far to walk to the church. Plus, he wanted to make sure that Doctor Harris had been sent for, as instructed.

      Knowing Jasper, if he had regained his composure by the time they had reached Mandrake, he would have ordered the servants not to ride out for the doctor and insisted that he was perfectly fine. Well, fine or not, Vincent wanted the old man examined after his nasty fall in the crypt, especially as he was to blame for it.

      The old servant could demand obedience from the rest of the staff, but he would not be able to refuse Vincent.

      “Father, I need to fetch my horse and check on how Jasper is feeling. Perhaps you could ride to the church, and I’ll join you there, later?”

      “What’s happened to Jasper?” Emily had forgotten her crying and turned around at the mention of the man’s name. She had a fondness for him ever since she had fallen and grazed her knee a few years earlier, and Jasper had insisted on carrying her in from the grounds to have it treated.

      He had arranged for some milk and biscuits to cheer her up once her knee had been cleaned and dressed.

      She then insisted that he had to carry her around until her knee had fully recovered.

      Something the elderly manservant was happy to comply with, in spite of his advancing years, until Vincent found out and put a stop to it.

      Vincent smiled down at his youngest child, pleased that she had at least stopped crying and forgotten his reprimand. “He’ll be fine darling he just had a little accident inside the vault.”

      Fortunately, it appeared that the young men were hidden from view when they carried Jasper out of the tomb, the dense foliage which surrounded the path masking them from the women as they continued their stroll.

      Vincent was not attempting to conceal his part in Jasper’s accident, but he was still pleased that Emily had not witnessed the aftermath.

      Father James said his goodbyes and mounted his horse.

      He looked back one last time and nodded to Vincent before he set off back to the church. The others watched him disappear behind a row of hedges before turning to make their way back to the hall.

      Emily pulled on Margaret’s arm, informing her that they needed to hurry to make sure that Jasper was alright.

      Vincent linked arms with Corinne and Stella as they walked. He noticed the flowers still in his eldest daughter’s hand, and he felt a twinge of guilt at not allowing her to place some on her mother’s coffin.

      Now that he thought about it, once he and Father James had replaced the wooden lid on his father’s coffin, it would probably have been safe to allow the girls to lay their flowers and say a short prayer. After all, it was the marks on the inside of the coffin lid, not to mention the stake protruding from his father’s chest, which would have distressed them.

      In the semi-darkness, even with the torch lit, they would not be able to suspect that anything untoward had taken place.

      It was his haste to see to Jasper, then set off for the church, which had been the main reasons Vincent had refused to allow entry, and he knew he would feel guilty for it until they were finally allowed inside to pay their respects.

      He knew that little Emily was the only one who accepted his explanation without question. Damage caused by a few scavenging rodents would not be sufficient to prevent his daughter from offering a prayer for her mother.

      Vincent hoped that once he had spoken to Father James’ visitor that he would have the answers he craved. Then he would order the servants to replace the concrete top of the sepulchre and simply tell his wife and daughters, should they ask, that his father was not left in state due to the delay the journey had caused in them arriving at the hall.

      For now, he just wanted to hear what the man back at the church had to say for himself.
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      Ralph Watkins looked up from his work at the sound of branches being trampled underfoot.

      He waited to see if his son might finally emerge from the woods looking sheepish and full of apologies for leaving his father on his own all morning, while he had doubtless overslept in some girl’s bed.

      Ralph scoured the surrounding trees and brush, but there was no sign of Toby.

      Something must have made the noise. “Toby be that you?” he called out. “Stop messin’ about an’ get over ‘ere an’ pull yer weight, yer lazy sod.”

      Still there was no sign of him.

      It had not been the first time that his son had failed to arrive home after a night at the inn. Toby was a handsome lad, and very popular with the local girls, so if he had met someone last night after Ralph left it would not be surprising if after seeing her home, he was invited in to spend the night.

      But Toby was never late for work. He knew how much his father relied upon his strength and agility, especially now that Ralph was starting to feel the effects of old age catching up with him.

      Even if he had raced home starving for breakfast after Ralph had left for the day, Toby would have caught up with him by now. The boy did not have a lazy bone in his body and was a credit to his old man for helping to keep a roof over their heads.

      After a while, Ralph turned his attention back to the job at hand. It was clear that Toby was not hiding in the woods, and why should he be? He was not the type to play childish pranks, and he certainly had no cause to fear his father’s wrath.

      Ralph was not so old that he could not remember what it was like courting as a young man.

      From the distance, he heard the sound of a horse approaching.

      Ralph looked up once more. He animal was still not in sight, but he could tell from the sound of its hooves on the path that it was coming closer.

      After a while, both horse and rider came around the bend into sight.

      Ralph recognised Father James approaching and raised a hand in salutation.

      The priest nodded toward Ralph but did not stop, instead he galloped past at speed, keeping his eyes on the road ahead.

      It was very usual for Father James to ignore one of his parishioners. In fact, to his knowledge, this was the first time that Ralph ever remembered him not stopping to pass the time of day. He evidently had something pressing on his mind, or some urgent church business to take care of, but even so, Ralph still found his behaviour curious.

      He would have at least liked the opportunity to ask the priest if he had seen his son that morning, but the horse was too far down the road now, and the noise of its hooves meant there was no point in trying to call after him.

      Ralph rubbed his chin, thoughtfully.

      He was perspiring heavily from his labours, but a sudden chill wind rushed through the trees and caused him to shiver. I left him with an eerie feeling he did not care for, but he shrugged it off and took one more glance of the surrounding area in case he could see Toby finally arriving for work.

      The coast remained clear, so Ralph bent down and continued with the job at hand.

      He considered making his way over to the Wild Boar when he broke for lunch, just to ask if anyone there knew where Toby might have gone last night. But the more he thought about it the less practical the idea sounded.

      For one thing, he did not hold with drinking during the working day. He knew enough labourers who had lost their jobs as a result of it, and he did not intend to join their number.

      Furthermore, the pub was far enough away from his work that by the time he reached there he would barely have time to ask about Toby before he would have to turn around and trudge back, let alone stop off for a drink.

      He knew that if he was late back the new laird would understand if Ralph explained the situation to him. Not that the viscount was likely to ride past just at that moment, but Ralph knew that the head gamekeepers would be only too happy to report him if he was not seen at work during the afternoon, and he could do without the fuss of having to answer for himself.

      Ralph decided that his questions could wait until after work, if Toby had not shown his face by then.

      At that moment, Ralph remembered Toby telling him that he was planning to check his traps on the edge of the wood after leaving the tavern.

      Now he was concerned. If Toby had gone out there and stumbled in the darkness, he might have knocked himself out, or worse still, set off one of his own traps with him as captive.

      He could have screamed out till dawn with no one close enough to hear his cries.

      Ralph knew exactly where Toby set his traps and the area was much closer than the pub, so he was confident he could make it there and back in good time.

      He grabbed his bag with the sandwiches Enid had made for his lunch and set off for the far end of the woods.

      The going was slower than he had anticipated. Thick undergrowth and loose foliage seemed to hamper his every step, and he was glad of his cane which prevented him from falling more than once.

      The tall trees which loomed overhead converged on each other to block out most of the daylight, and Ralph could not help but wonder how well his son would have managed to navigate his way in the moonlight.

      But then Toby had done just that on several occasions in the past without incident, so Ralph knew that he was probably worrying for nothing.

      Still, if he did not check the area out then he knew he would never forgive himself if Toby was stranded up there, and neither would Enid. Toby was there only child and a gift from God as far as they were concerned. They had him quite late in life, long after Enid had given up any hope of ever bearing a child.

      Because of her age, the doctor warned that she might experience complications with the birth. But on the day, Toby slipped out of his mother without assistance, and Enid even said that she felt no pain during the delivery.

      Whether that was true, or Enid was simply overwhelmed with having given birth after trying unsuccessfully for so long, only she knew for sure.

      Both she and her husband doted on their offspring, and thanked God every day for his gift of love.

      Ralph could just make out the clearing up ahead where Toby laid his traps.

      He pulled himself up the steep incline using his cane for support.

      As he reached the top he could see no sign of his son, nor any evidence that he had been there recently.

      Ralph waited while he caught his breath, then listened for any sound of Toby calling out, but there was none.

      “Toby,” Ralph called out, listening for the faintest hint of a response, no matter how far away. But still none came.

      He called again, this time shouting as loud as his lungs would allow.

      When there was still no response, Ralph moved forward and brushed aside some of the foliage to help uncover his son’s traps. At least if they were empty, it should mean that Toby had been there last night after all.

      To his surprise, the traps were still loaded, but the bait was missing from all of them.

      Ralph tapped the side of one with his cane and it snapped shut upon contact.

      If Toby had emptied his traps of their kill, it made no sense for him to reset them without fresh bait. Then again, if he had removed his kills, it made even less sense that he had not brought them straight home for his mother.

      Ralph scratched his head.

      Nothing made any sense.

      A sudden breeze rustled through the trees and scattered the fallen leaves across the ground. From the corner of his eye, Ralph noticed something sicking out from behind the nearest tree.

      He ventured closer to see what it was. Using his stick, Ralph moved the object to make it easier to see what it was.

      A sudden chill ran through his body when he recognised Toby’s cap.

      Bending down, Ralph retrieved it and shook he loose leaves and mud from it. There was no mistaking it, Toby’s mother had made it for him last Christmas, and since then he was never seen without it.

      Strange now that he should have discarded it.

      The more likely possibility was that he had dropped it, possibly as a result of a struggle with someone. There was no way so far as Ralph was concerned that his son would not have picked it back up if he were able.

      So that led to him either being incapable of doing so or being prevented by someone else.

      Toby was a big lad and more than capable of handling himself, so if someone had carried or dragged him off, they would have to be enormous. Or there was more than one of them.

      Either way, Ralph needed to find out what was going on. It occurred to him that if Toby had lost his hat last night while he was checking his traps, then he could have been missing for fifteen hours, or more.

      Was someone holding him?

      Had he been abducted?

      It did not make any sense. Toby was not the sort of person anyone would consider a potential abduction victim. For one thing, Ralph had no money to speak of so there would be no point in demanding a ransom.

      Perhaps he tripped, staggered around for a bit, and fell.

      “Toby,” Ralph screamed out at the top of his lungs.

      He waited patiently for his son to respond.

      After a minute had passed, he tried again.

      Only the sound of the wind ruffling the branches overhead, answered back.

      Ralph began swishing his cane about through the undergrowth, tossing leaves and loose branches about in every direction. As he went, he called out to his son repeatedly, listening intently for any response, but none came.

      Ralph continued to search until he had scoured that entire area of the woods.

      Still there was no sign of Toby.

      He knew that he should make his way back to the field, there were still several hours of the working day left, but he could not shake the feeling that something had happened to Toby. A part of him hoped that when he reached the field, he would find his son there, catching up on his lost morning, full of apologies.

      But somehow, Ralph feared that would not be the case.

      Removing his own cap, Ralph scratched his head and thought. His bag with his sandwiches in it was still lying across his shoulder, but he appeared to have lost his appetite.

      Try as he might he could not rationalise the situation in his mind.

      He knew that if he returned home that evening without their son, his wife would demand that he set off again to find him. As big as he was, Toby was still Enid’s little boy, and always would be.

      Ralph looked off in the direction of the tavern.

      There was no way his son would be there at this time of the working day, so there was no use in heading that way and wasting more time.

      Dejectedly, Ralph replaced his cap and set off back for the field they were meant to be working in. It did not do to be caught out leaving your area for too long, less you ended up being summoned by the groundskeeper.

      He knew he would not be able to keep his mind on his work, but so long as he went through the motions, Ralph would keep his job. He could always make up an excuse for Toby’s absence if it came to it.
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      Vincent pulled up outside St Luke’s church and tied off his horse.

      There were dark clouds scudding across the leaden sky and he suspected that it would rain before too long. It occurred to him that he might have been better served if he had come by carriage, but it was too late now.

      As inconvenient as it would be to be drenched on the way back to the hall, his business with the priest could not wait, and he wanted answers now.

      He removed his hat and placed it under his arm as he strode up to the rectory door, slamming the knocker down against the wood three times.

      After a moment, he could hear the sound of footsteps approaching from behind the door, and a moment later Father James opened it and beckoned him to enter.

      He priest closed the door behind his visitor and shot home the metal bolt, the sound of it engaging with the casing echoed throughout the darkened hallway.

      Father James led the way into the back of the property to the kitchen. As they entered the room, Vincent saw the sturdy figure of Mathew Hammond sitting at the far end of the long wooden table. He looked up when the men entered but did not move from his seat.

      Vincent glared at the man whom he surmised must be responsible for his father’s irreverent internment.

      Sensing the viscount’s animosity, Father James ushered him towards Mathew and introduced them to each other. At this point Mathew stood, scraping back his chair on the cold stone floor. He stood a fair head and shoulders above the newcomer and Vincent could feel himself lifting back his shoulders to accentuate his full height.

      Mathew had very deep-set eyebrows which gave him an almost permanent brooding countenance. It did not dissipate even when he turned up the corners of his mouth in a half-smile as he was introduced to the viscount.

      The two men shook hands then sat down opposite each other, with Father James between them. There was a large jug on the table from which the priest poured wine into three goblets. He slid one each over to his guests.

      “Now then,” Father James began. “We all know why we’re here, and I thought it best to discuss the matter at hand without an audience. I’m sure you both agree.” The priest raised his cup to his mouth and began to drink.

      Mathew nodded his agreement.

      “Regardless of whether we have an audience,” replied Vincent, angrily, “let me warn you both that unless you have a convincing argument as to why you treated my father with such irreverence, I will not hesitate to take legal action.”

      Father James spluttered and choked, dribbling wine down his chin. He quickly wiped it away with the back of his hand. He turned to face Vincent, unable to disguise the uneasiness he felt at the viscount’s threat.

      Mathew, on the other hand, did not flinch as he took a deep swallow of his drink.

      “Now, I’m sure once we explain the circumstances, they’ll be no need for any of that,” Father James offered.

      Vincent turned on him. “Explain why you felt it necessary to deny my father his right to lie in state on his own land? Then to exacerbate the issue, while he is lying cold in his grave, to drive a wooden spike through his heart like a stuffed pig?”

      Mathew slammed his goblet on the table.

      The other two men both turned in his direction.

      “Now, I know you don’t know me,” he began, “and there’s no reason you should trust anything I say. But know this, I have been sent to this place as a representative of the church, and any action I feel fit to take has the church’s blessing. Father James here will attest to that.”

      The priest turned back to Vincent and nodded.

      “You have every right to take whatever action you see fit regarding your father’s remains,” Mathew continued, “but believe me when I say that the king himself condones the actions I take, although he prefers not to make the situation common knowledge.”

      “What situation?” Vincent demanded.

      Mathew glanced over at Father James who lowered his head and nodded.

      “I’m talking about the undead!” Mathew stated, looking directly into Vincent’s eyes. “Bloodsuckers who roam the land draining the blood from their victims to enable them to stay alive, if you can call it living.”

      Vincent opened his mouth to speak, but no words came out.

      Mathew’s explanation was nothing short of incredulous.

      “They do what?” Vincent demanded.

      Mathew leaned in. “They drink the blood of their victims by biting them with their fangs, just like bats. And those who do not die, return as one of the undead themselves, and then they too need to find victims to replenish their blood supply, and so on it goes until we find them and put a stop to their bloodlust.”

      Father James placed a hand on Vincent’s shoulder. “It’s true my son, I have seen the evidence with my own eyes. These creatures are among us and without Mathew’s able assistance our little community would be wiped out in a heartbeat.”

      Vincent was dumbstruck.

      He turned from one man to the other, half expecting them to burst out laughing at his gullibility. But each kept a stern expression on their faces, as if they were in deepest earnest.

      Vincent was no fool. He had travelled half the world, learned new cultures, traditions even suspicions, but he had never heard of these bloodsuckers Mathew referred to.

      Were they trying to take him for a fool?

      He did not know Mathew from Adam, regardless of who he claimed summoned him.

      But he knew and trusted the father, so unless he had taken leave of his senses there must be some truth in what he was being told.

      Still, the rationalist n him refused to allow him to accept their word.

      Vincent stood up, almost knocking over his chair. “This is preposterous,” he shouted. “Bloodsuckers turning people into the undead. What sheer nonsense! You’ll have me believing in fairies and goblins next.”

      Mathew seemed nonplussed by Vincent’s reaction. In fact, he had almost expected it. It was not uncommon, and he had witnessed others in authority take the same haughty position, until he had shown them the evidence.

      Mathew refilled his goblet and took another drink.

      Father James was far from calm and made no secret of the fact that he wanted to convince Vincent of his voracity before he sent orders for the militia. The church had been quite clear that it was down to him to quell any such action in order to keep the entire operation low-key until the danger had passed.

      But Vincent was not just the local squire, he had also inherited his father’s duties as magistrate, so he would not be an easy man to keep calm under the circumstances.

      Father James stood up and walked around to retrieve Vincent’s chair, standing it back up and pushing it in so the viscount could sit back down.

      Vincent looked back saw the pained expression on the priest’s face. It was almost as if he were desperate for the man to retake his seat. Perhaps, Vincent considered, he was scared of what action he might take if he stormed out of the house and made good his threat.

      Vincent did not consider himself to be a vindictive man, and he surmised that there was more to the fantasy he was being asked to believe than met the eye. After all, until this moment he had always trusted Father James, and his own father had also held the priest in very high regard.

      Even so, this story was nothing short of fantastic.

      Vincent dropped back in his chair. He could hear Father James release an audible sigh of relief. The priest retook his own seat and offered his guest a top-up for his goblet which Vincent waved away as he had not touched his drink thus far.

      From across the table Mathew rubbed his chin, thoughtfully, as if preparing what to say next. There was a part of him that had long since stopped caring about the opinions and feelings of the locals he encountered whenever he visited a new town. He was there to do a job, by order of both the king and he church, and if it were not for the discretion and secrecy he was commanded to observe, he would have gladly exposed the situation for all the world to see.

      Most cases, including this latest one, were as a result of someone within the town inviting these creatures of the night into their community for their own gain. He was just left with the unenviable task of cleaning up the consequences of their stupidity.

      That said, Mathew could still feel a modicum of empathy for anyone who found themselves in Vincent’s position. I was not his fault that his father had brought these creatures into his home and allowed them to run amok, decimating the surrounding area.

      Mathew himself had once been in a similar position when his own father had sought out these devils to help rid him of a fatal blood disorder.

      The act had ended in his father becoming one of the undead and attacking his mother right before the young Mathew’s eyes. He watched in horror as his father sunk his fangs into his mother’s neck, draining the life from her in less than a minute.

      Driven by a combination of hatred and grief, Mathew had picked up a broomstick and impaled his father through the chest while his eyes were still closed, lost in ecstasy as he savoured his wife’s blood on his lips.

      Young as he was, Mathew was lucky to escape the noose. His father was greatly respected in their town, and no one was about to believe the rambling story of a young boy, out of his mind with guilt, about his father being a vampire.

      Fortunately for him, the church stepped in and whisked Mathew away to be educated by the holy fathers who tutored him in the ways of becoming a vampire killer.

      Since then, he had dedicated his life to defeating the undead.

      But consistently, the hardest part of his job was having to deal with the disbelieving locals who it seemed went out of their way to disrupt his work, even though all he was trying to do was to save them and their communities from eternal damnation.

      As far as he was concerned, it was the local priest’s job to organise their flock so that Mathew was left free to complete his task. But when you had a situation such as this one, where the priest was obviously scared of what the local squire might do if he remained unconvinced, it made Mathew’s task all the more frustrating.
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